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Abstract: Emergent literacy in young children with visual impairments is ex- 
amined using a conceptual framework proposed by Senechal, LeFevre, Smith- 
Chant, and Colton (2001). The utility of this framework for young children with 
visual impairments is illustrated using data from a field study of preschool 
classes for children with visual impairments. 


Relatively little is known about the de- 
velopment of language and literacy in 
children with visual impairments (that is, 
those who are blind or have low vision). 
The research that has been conducted sug- 
gests that these children are at risk of 
experiencing delays in the development 
of language and literacy (Bigelow, 1987; 
Fraiberg, 1977; Preisler, 1995; Urwin, 
1984). From early ages, children who are 
visually impaired show delays or differ- 
ences in babbling (Fraiberg, 1977); 
speaking in one- and two-word combina- 
tions (McConachie, 1990; McConachie & 
Moore, 1994); and in using language 
(Anderson, Dunlea, & Kekelis, 1984; 
Bigelow, 1987; Sapp, 2001; Urwin, 
1984). Furthermore, differences have 
been found between children with visual 
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impairments and other children with re- 
spect to the frequency of reading story- 
books and engaging in other literacy 
learning experiences (Stratton & Wright, 
1991), as well as general opportunities to 
explore the world (Wormsley & D’ An- 
drea, 1997). It appears that limited inci- 
dental learning through pictures, televi- 
sion, print in the environment, or events 
that occur silently in learning environ- 
ments (Koenig & Farrenkopf, 1997) in- 
fluences the language and literacy learn- 
ing of children who are visually impaired. 

As interest in understanding emergent 
literacy for children with visual impair- 
ments continues to increase, it seems im- 
portant to develop or adopt a conceptual 
framework to guide both research and 
practice. Starting with a well-defined con- 
ceptual model will provide researchers 
and practitioners with a common lan- 
guage and conceptual understanding from 
which they can develop a model that will 
best fit the characteristics of literacy and 
of language learners who are visually im- 
paired. Whether the field of visual impair- 
ment and blindness eventually chooses to 
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adopt a conceptual framework that is de- 
veloped to explain the development of 
literacy for sighted children or to create 
one of its own will depend largely on the 
lit between these models and the growing 
evidence base. In this article, we describe 
a conceptual framework of emergent lit- 
eracy that was developed for sighted chil- 
dren and provide initial evidence of its 
applicability to children who are visually 
impaired using data that were collected in 
a field study that investigated literacy 
practices for young children with visual 
impairments in preschool settings. 

Emergent literacy 

The conceptual framework described here 
was selected because it encompasses a ho- 
listic understanding of emergent and early 
literacy that incorporates all aspects of writ- 
ten and oral language (Anderson, Hiebert, 
Scott, & Wilkinson, 1985; Clay, 1966, 
1979; Teale & Sulzby, 1986). Furthermore, 
it encompasses the extant definitions of 
emergent literacy for young children who 
are visually impaired (D’Andrea & Farren- 
kopf, 2000; Stratton & Wright, 1991) and 
the specific practices for promoting emer- 
gent literacy that have been recommended 
in the literature (Swenson, 1999; Worms- 
ley, 1997). The conceptual framework was 
also selected because it provides a descrip- 
tion of the constructs underlying emergent 
and early literacy, rather than of the behav- 
ioral indicators or components of emergent 
literacy that are described in other models 
(see Mason & Stewart, 1990; Whitehurst & 
Lonigan, 1998). This distinction is impor- 
tant, given the likelihood that there will be 
substantial behavioral differences in the 
demonstration of an increasing knowledge 
of literacy by young sighted children and 


those with visual impairments, particularly 
those who will read braille. 

The conceptual framework (see Figure 1) 
is based on the work of Senechal, LeFevre, 
Smith-Chant, and Colton (2001), who sug- 
gested that emergent literacy is comprised 
of at least three important constructs: oral 
language, metalinguistic skills, and literacy 
knowledge (conceptual and procedural). In 
explaining the framework, we offer no dis- 
tinction between emergent literacy as an 
initial phase and early literacy as a transi- 
tional phase (see Chall, 1983; Holdaway, 
1979). Rather, we describe emergent and 
early literacy as a continuum of all the be- 
haviors, skills, processes, and concepts 
about written and oral language that pre- 
cede and develop into conventional literacy 
skills (Sulzby, Branz, & Buhle, 1993; Teale 
& Sulzby, 1986). Furthermore, we do not 
describe the behavioral indicators or com- 
ponents of emergent literacy (as do Mason 
& Stewart, 1990, or Whitehurst & Lonigan, 
1998), but define the constructs that consti- 
tute early and emergent literacy. 

The interrelationships among the con- 
structs that make up early and emergent 
literacy have been well documented 
(Bowey, 1994; Bowey & Patel, 1988; 
Dickinson, McCabe, Anastasopoulos, 
Peisner-Feinberg, & Poe, 2003; Dickin- 
son & Snow, 1987; Scarborough, 2001; 
Tabors, Roach, & Snow, 2001), but the 
interrelationships do not preclude the ob- 
servation, measurement, development, 
and description of the three as separate 
constructs. At the most basic level, two of 
the three constructs are separated on the 
basis of arguments that oral language is 
“biologically primary” and develops for 
most children in the absence of any for- 
mal instruction or particular opportuni- 
ties, whereas print or literacy skills are 
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Figure 1. A proposed model of the constructs of emergent and early literacy (adapted from 
Senechal, LeFevre, Smith-Chant, Colton, 2001). 
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“biologically secondary” and require spe- 
cific exposure to experiences or instruc- 
tion to develop (Geary, 1995; Jordan, 
Snow, & Porche, 2000; Senechal et al., 
2001; Snow, 1983). From an empirical 
perspective, the existence of the three 
separate constructs has been confirmed by 
statistical models that demonstrate that a 
separation of the three constructs (in con- 
trast to one or two) best explains chil- 
dren’s developing literacy skills (Loni- 
gan, Burgess, & Anthony, 2000; Senechal 
et al., 2001; Whitehurst et al., 1994). Fur- 
thermore, oral language abilities in early 
childhood explain the variance in later 
reading achievement that is unique from 
metalinguistic skills or literacy knowl- 
edge as separate constructs (Biemiller, 
1999; Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997; 
Dickinson & Tabors, 2001; Senechal & 
LeFevre, 2002). Likewise, metalinguistic 
abilities are individually strong predictors 
of later reading achievement (Scarbor- 
ough, 1998; Senechal & LeFevre, 2002; 
Wagner et al., 1997). 

Recent research with sighted children 
has suggested that the processes, skills, 
and knowledge that fall under the con- 
struct of oral language are the best com- 
posite predictors of later success in the 
acquisition of literacy (Catts, Fey, Tom- 
blin, & Zhang, 2002; NICHD Early Child 
Care Research Network, 2005). Oral lan- 
guage has long been accepted as a critical 
construct in emergent and early literacy 
(Clay, 1966; Holdaway, 1979; Teale & 
Sulzby, 1986; Whitehurst & Lonigan, 
1998). It is used here to specify those oral 
language processes, skills, and under- 
standings that exist in the linguistic do- 
main whether or not the interaction in- 
volves literacy. At a minimum, they 
include receptive and expressive vocabu- 


lary, comprehension beyond the word 
level, semantic knowledge, conceptual 
knowledge, and narrative knowledge. 

Metalinguistic skills have been the focus 
of a great deal of attention in the literature 
and in practice over the past decade (Cronin 
& Carver, 1998; Foorman & Torgesen, 
2001; Speece, Roth, Cooper, & de la Paz, 
1997; Vellutino & Scanlon, 2001; Wagner 
et al., 1997), including two investigations 
with young children with visual impair- 
ments (Barlow-Brown & Connelly, 2002; 
Gillon & Young, 2002). The term metalin- 
guistic denotes an awareness of language 
that is secure enough for individuals to talk 
about it (Flerriman, 1991). The construct 
label metalinguistic skill is used here to 
define both phonological awareness (a va- 
riety of skills related to awareness of the 
sound structure of oral language, including 
phonemic awareness as a specific subset of 
phonological skills) and syntactic knowl- 
edge (an understanding of the way in which 
sentences are constructed). The relationship 
between the development of metalinguistic 
skills and later reading performance is 
strong and has been well documented for 
sighted children (for a complete review, see 
Dickinson et al., 2003; Schatschneider, 
Fletcher, Francis, Carlson, & Foorman, 
2004) and supported by research with chil- 
dren with visual impairments (Barlow- 
Brown & Connelly, 2002; Dodd & Conn, 
2000; Gillon & Young, 2002). 

The construct literacy knowledge is 
used here to reflect all the processes, 
skills, and understandings in emergent or 
early literacy that relate directly to written 
language. Literacy knowledge includes 
conceptual knowledge, such as perception 
of oneself as a reader or writer, knowl- 
edge of the functions of print, and knowl- 
edge of the act of reading. It also includes 
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procedural knowledge, such as concepts 
about print, knowledge of the alphabet, 
letter-sound knowledge, and phonetic 
spelling. The distinguishing feature of all 
these processes, skills, and understanding is 
that they develop only when print or its 
equivalent is present in the environment. 
Unlike oral language and metalinguistic 
knowledge, which are often viewed as bio- 
logically primary, the development of liter- 
acy knowledge is viewed as biologically 
secondary and requires activities and expe- 
riences that directly involve print or its 
equivalent (Geary, 1995; Senechal et al., 
2001). To support the application of this 
conceptual framework to young children 
with visual impairments, we use data from 
an investigation of preschool classrooms 
serving young children who are visually 
impaired to demonstrate our assertion that it 
can serve as a framework for both emergent 
literacy intervention and research with 
young children with visual impairments. 

The study 

The specific examples that we use in the 
following description of the constructs un- 
derlying Senechal et al.’s (2001) model 
came from a formal field study; however, 
for the purposes of this discussion, we 
culled the data for specific “best examples,” 
rather than analyzed them through some 
form of grounded theory. In other words, 
the proposed conceptual framework did not 
result from data; the data are used to support 
the applicability of the model. 

The participants in the study were three 
preschool teachers of children with visual 
impairments — Wendy, Pat, and Nancy 
(pseudonyms) — who work exclusively with 
young visually impaired children at special- 
ized agencies that provide services to young 
children with visual impairments in three 


regions of the United States. Wendy, Pat, 
and Nancy have all been teaching young 
children who are visually impaired for more 
than 20 years. Wendy and Nancy each had 
the same group of five to seven children 
(aged 4-6) in their respective preschool 
and kindergarten classrooms five days each 
week. The nine children, including two with 
multiple disabilities, in Pat’s classroom at- 
tended preschool two or three mornings a 
week. 

The data reported here came from field 
notes, interviews, and reviews of docu- 
ments that were used to collect data for 
the study. Written informed consent was 
obtained from the teachers and parents of 
children in the three classrooms using 
procedures approved by the institutional 
review board of the university where we 
are employed. Data were collected in the 
schools by research assistants and trans- 
mitted to the authors who reviewed the 
data for completeness, and summarized, 
and analyzed it. A total of eight observa- 
tions were conducted in each classroom, 
with no more than one observation com- 
pleted in a single week. The three pre- 
school classrooms were observed for a 
combined total of 24.5 hours, with the 
average length of each observation being 
61.5 minutes. In addition, the teachers 
were interviewed formally at the begin- 
ning of the study and informally during 
and after observations. Reviews of docu- 
ments included reviews of books used by 
the teachers during their sessions, lesson 
plans, and samples of the students’ work. 

In the sections that follow, examples 
are drawn from the data and discussed 
with reference to the constructs of early 
and emergent literacy that were described 
earlier: oral language, metalinguistic 

awareness, and literacy knowledge. Each 
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section of the findings begins with an 
overview of the literature relating the 
construct to children with visual impair- 
ments, followed by specific examples 
from the data that relate to the construct. 

Oral language 
Overview 

McComiskey (1996) included oral lan- 
guage in her description of braille readiness 
skills as “listening and attention” and “con- 
cept” knowledge. Concerns about the de- 
velopment of oral language by children 
who are visually impaired, including listen- 
ing, attention, and concept development, 
have been documented for the past decade 
(Stratton, 1996). Differences are noted early 
in that infants with visual impairments ap- 
pear to babble less than do sighted infants 
(Fraiberg, 1977). The differences continue 
into early childhood, since toddlers with 
visual impairments are often delayed in the 
use of one- and two-word combinations 
(McConachie, 1990; McConachie & 
Moore, 1994), and slightly older children 
with visual impairments exhibit differences 
and delays in their overall use of language, 
such as prolonged periods of echolalia, the 
atypical use of pronouns, and the extensive 
use of questions (Anderson et al., 1984; 
Bigelow, 1987; Sapp & Hatton, 2005b; Ur- 
win, 1984). 

There are many possible explanations 
for the differences and delays that are 
noted in the development of oral language 
by young children who are visually im- 
paired. It is clear that these children often 
have fewer opportunities to explore the 
world than do sighted children (Warren & 
Hatton, 2003). The development of oral 
language may also be influenced by the 
children’s inability to perceive nonverbal 
communication (through eye contact, fa- 


cial expressions, and gestures) from care- 
givers (Preisler, 1995) and their lesser use 
or nonuse of facial expressions and eye 
contact (Fraiberg, 1977; Rogers & Pu- 
chalski, 1984). Whatever the case, the 
literature has consistently revealed poten- 
tial delays and differences in the devel- 
opment of oral language by young chil- 
dren with visual impairments. 

The literature on young children with 
visual impairments offers some informa- 
tion on the ways in which interactions 
with children can have a positive influ- 
ence on the children’s language learning. 
For example, providing rich descriptions 
and feedback to children as they explore 
their environment and engaging in liter- 
acy activities can have a positive effect on 
oral language outcomes (Conti-Ramsden 
& Perez-Pereira, 1999; Sapp & Hatton, 
2005b; Wormsley & D’ Andrea, 1997). It 
has also been suggested that parents, 
teachers, and practitioners can improve 
language outcomes by modeling more de- 
scriptive language in their interactions 
(Kekelis & Andersen, 1984; Sapp, Murphy, 
& Hatton, 2005; Warren & Hatton, 2003), 
and modeling language in age-appropriate 
ways during storybook interactions (Hatton 
& Sapp, 2005; Stratton, 1996). 

Findings 

The three teachers demonstrated their un- 
derstanding of the importance of lan- 
guage through their words and actions. 
There were numerous instances in which 
they supported the development of the 
children’s vocabulary by offering simple 
labels of the objects that the children en- 
countered during the day. Whether hand- 
ing out props for use during storybook 
reading, sharing food for a snack, or 
passing out materials for an activity, the 
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teachers consistently labeled the objects that 
the children touched. In some instances, the 
teachers were observed providing substan- 
tial information beyond one- and two-word 
labels for items. For example, during one 
observation, Wendy’s class was preparing 
for a Japanese tea party. Wendy began with 
a label for the Japanese fan and then ex- 
plained that people in Japan use fans to keep 
cool, to dance with, and to use as decora- 
tions. The data collector wrote: 

She passed around two different fans 
for the children to inspect visually 
and tactilely as she explained that 
one has beautiful flowers painted on 
it and the other folds up. While the 
children took turns fanning one an- 
other, they pointed out things to one 
another like the butterfly that ap- 
peared on one. Wendy then extended 
the observation and pointed out the 
writing on one of the fans. She ex- 
plained that the writing is Japanese 
and probably says something like, 
“Have a great day” or “Good luck.” 

In this example, the teacher not only mod- 
eled rich, descriptive language that pro- 
moted concept development, vocabulary, 
and oral language, but promoted an 
awareness of the function of print when 
she noted the writing on the fans. 

Another example of this kind of language 
expansion was observed in response to a 
child’s interaction with some plastic spi- 
ders. The class had been singing the “Eensy 
Weensy Spider.” During the observation, 
Pat was working with one child as she made 
a tactile picture representing the spider go- 
ing up the waterspout. The child had a plas- 
tic spider to tape down on the page. While 
the child worked, Pat explained, “I have a 


teeny-teeny tiny eensy spider. I have a very 
little plastic spider. . . .You want to know 
what kind of spider it is? Plastic. It’s a fake 
spider. You probably wouldn’t want to hold 
a real spider.” While it could be argued that 
there is more to be gained conceptually 
from using a real spider for an activity such 
as this, Pat was precise in distinguishing the 
plastic spider from a real spider and used 
the type of redundancy in teaching vocab- 
ulary that has been identified as one of the 
indirect means of teaching vocabulary that 
is supported by research (National Reading 
Panel, 1998). 

The teachers also built oral language in 
the context of storybook reading. The 
three often guided children through acting 
out the story, using props and actions as a 
way to support comprehension. When 
asked about the format of her storybook 
reading interactions, Pat explained: 

We work on a story for about a 
month; the children are here two to 
three times a week. The difference 
between just hearing the story the 
first time and what they end up doing 
at the end of the month is pretty 
remarkable. We have adapted a pro- 
cess to work on just listening [com- 
prehension] at first; then we add a lot 
of characterization to the adults’ 
parts in the story. . . .We’re really 
looking at language at that time, a lot 
of nuances of sound and sound pro- 
duction if the children aren’t speak- 
ing yet. And then we gradually add 
in the tactile component as much as 
we can, using the real concrete ob- 
jects that are part of the story. We get 
into directed role-playing, so lots of 
movement is involved and to connect 
meanings to the actions. We let them 
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work into their own role-playing 
with each other, and this is the fun 
part because this is when the stories 
always change and go off on tan- 
gents, and it’s a delight to see what 
the kids do with that. 

Throughout the 24.5 hours of observa- 
tion, the teachers spent a considerable 
amount of time engaged in activities and 
interactions that were designed to support 
the development of oral language. Many 
of their interactions reflected the few sug- 
gestions in the literature of ways to en- 
hance the development of oral language 
by young children with visual impair- 
ments, yet few of their interactions be- 
yond repeated readings of a storybook 
involved print or its equivalent. All three 
teachers consistently used real-life ob- 
jects and experiences to promote the de- 
velopment of vocabulary and concepts, 
thereby promoting oral language. For 
children who did not initiate language, the 
teachers used chants and music to encour- 
age oral expression. If the field of visual 
impairment and blindness adopts the pro- 
posed conceptual framework of the devel- 
opment emergent literacy, future research 
and practice must focus more explicitly 
on oral language as it relates to literacy. 
As a field, we must increase the breadth 
of our understanding of the development 
of language in young children with visual 
impairments, as well as our understanding 
of interventions that serve to support the 
children’s development of oral language. 
The literature and current investigation 
demonstrate that oral language has been 
acknowledged as an important issue in 
the lives of young children with visual 
impairments. The proposed framework 
should focus attention on this area. 


Metalinguistic knowledge 
Overview 

Metalinguistic knowledge, particularly pho- 
nological awareness, has been the source of 
several investigations involving older chil- 
dren with visual impairments. In one study, 
elementary school-aged children who were 
blind demonstrated better-than-expected 
phonological awareness skills, given their 
reading level, and another group of 7- to 
12-year-olds who read uncontracted braille 
demonstrated phonological awareness skills 
that were commensurate with those of 
same-aged sighted readers (Dodd & Conn, 
2000). These findings were replicated in a 
larger study of children with visual impair- 
ments (Gillon & Young, 2002). In another 
study that examined the phonological 
awareness of young children who were vi- 
sually impaired, the relationship between 
knowledge of the alphabet and phonologi- 
cal awareness was found to be the same for 
the groups of children with and without 
visual impairments (Barlow-Brown & Con- 
nelly, 2002). 

A comprehensive review of the literature 
revealed no report of the metalinguistic 
skills of preschool-aged children with vi- 
sual impairments. Descriptions of braille 
readiness skills do not include indicators of 
metalinguistic development (McComiskey, 
1996). However, a current study involving 
4- and 5-year-old children who are visually 
impaired (Hatton & Erickson, 2006) has 
already produced findings that suggest that 
the recognition of letters in print or braille is 
not a prerequisite for the development of 
phonological awareness. Several preschool- 
aged braille readers were not able to iden- 
tify a single letter presented in braille, but 
they achieved at least minimal success with 
segmenting syllables, isolating the initial 
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sound in spoken words, and identifying 
nonrhyming words from a set of four. Al- 
though we may not be able to draw any 
generalizable conclusions about the devel- 
opment of metalinguistic skills in children 
who are visually impaired from these pre- 
liminary results, they do provide evidence 
that young children with visual impair- 
ments can and do develop phonological 
awareness, even in the absence of a knowl- 
edge of the alphabet. 

Findings 

The classroom observations again reflect 
the literature in that not a single instance of 
direct phonological-awareness intervention 
was recorded during the 24 observations in 
the three classrooms. The teachers indi- 
rectly supported the development of phono- 
logical awareness, however, by reading sto- 
rybooks, singing songs, and repeating 
chants that contained rhymes. One example 
of indirect instruction in phonological 
awareness was observed in Nancy’s class. 
Two of the children in her class were in a 
room that was designed to support orienta- 
tion, mobility, and the development of gross 
motor skills. One boy was rocking in a boat 
humming along to a CD playing the song 
“Michael, Row the Boat Ashore.” When the 
lyrics “Sister, help to trim the sail” were 
sung, the boy said, “Ssssssssssssssssssail, 
sail.” Nancy replied, “Sister, sail, shore.” 
As the song continued to play, she said, 
“Soul, sail, shore.” While the “sh” sound 
at the beginning of the word shore did not 
precisely match the “s” sound at the be- 
ginning of the words soul and sail, the 
modeling of the alliteration with soul and 
sail is one means of indirectly supporting 
the development of phonological aware- 
ness in children. 


Given the findings of research on the 
interrelationship among knowledge of the 
alphabet, vocabulary, and phonological 
awareness (Senechal & LeFevre, 2002), 
the teachers were supporting children’s 
eventual development of phonological 
awareness through the many braille- and 
alphabet-awareness and vocabulary expe- 
riences they offered their young students. 
For example, one teacher was observed 
helping a student locate the braille name 
tag in his cubby using the hand-under- 
hand technique to help him move his fin- 
gers across the braille and saying each 
letter one at a time before telling him, 
“That spells [your name].” 

Another teacher used alphabet braille 
boxes for each letter of the alphabet as a 
free-choice activity for children. Each print- 
and braille-labeled box contained items that 
began with the particular letter on that box. 
As the child explored and named the objects 
in the box, the teacher sounded out the 
beginning sound, asked the child about be- 
ginning sounds, and provided rich descrip- 
tions of each object and its function. This 
activity promoted phonological awareness, 
alphabetic awareness, and the development 
of concepts and vocabulary, as well as of 
oral language. 

Nancy used a child’s homemade book 
of favorite things to teach knowledge of 
the alphabet. For example, during one 
observation, she was reading the home- 
made alphabet book with a boy. The ob- 
server wrote the following: 

Nancy began, “This is [the boy’s 
name] book of favorite things” while 
she turned the page. The boy imme- 
diately identified the foil lid from a 
yogurt container and said, “Yogurt.” 
Nancy repeated “yogurt” and contin- 
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ued, “And [the boy] really likes to 
drink his ?” The boy re- 

sponded, “Milk,” and Nancy contin- 
ued, “Can you find the ‘m’ in milk?” 
As the boy touched the letter, she 
said, “‘M’ says ... ,” and the boy 
replied, “Mm mm .” 

Metalinguistic knowledge involves the 
development of phonological awareness 
and syntactic awareness in young chil- 
dren. While there was some evidence that 
the teachers were supporting the eventual 
development of phonological awareness 
through instruction focused on awareness 
of the alphabet and the development of 
vocabulary, there were few observations 
of planned direct or indirect efforts to 
support syntactic development. One of 
the three teachers allowed the children to 
dictate experience stories, letters, and 
notes, thereby promoting syntactic aware- 
ness as well as awareness of the functions 
of print. Certainly, the teachers provided 
models of appropriate syntax in their own 
language, but they were not observed ex- 
panding or rephrasing the children’s own 
utterances to model syntax that was 
slightly more sophisticated than what the 
children produced independently. They 
were also not observed engaging in 
shared writing lessons or other activities 
that would specifically promote the devel- 
opment of syntactic knowledge. 

It is likely that the lack of research-based 
information on metalinguistic knowledge in 
young children who are visually impaired 
explains the lack of attention that was paid 
to this area during our observations of lit- 
eracy instruction in preschool classrooms. 
However, if the proposed conceptual frame- 
work is used to guide efforts to understand 
emergent literacy for young children with 


visual impairments, research and interven- 
tion must be focused more specifically on 
metalinguistic knowledge. 

Conceptual and procedural 

LITERACY KNOWLEDGE 
Overview 

McComiskey (1996) included literacy 
knowledge in her description of braille 
readiness skills as “tactile,” “fine motor,” 
and “book and story” knowledge. These 
areas encompass many of the perceptions, 
skills, and understandings that are be- 
lieved to be important for any child’s 
development of conceptual and proce- 
dural literacy knowledge; miss others; 
and include some that do not have to be 
considered for children who will read and 
write in conventional print. For example, 
training in tactile perception clearly rep- 
resents procedural literacy knowledge 
that is not a part of early and emergent 
literacy discussions for sighted children. 
Although there are many approaches to 
promoting efficient tactile perception, the 
suggestions provided by Lamb (1996) 
seem most consistent with the proposed 
conceptual framework. As Lamb noted, 

Reading is essentially a language 
task, so it is within this context that 
teachers need to investigate strate- 
gies and resources for fostering early 
braille skills. Therefore, early braille 
reading activities must be language 
based, and associated with meaning- 
ful text. To be relevant for the read- 
ing process, training in tactile per- 
ception must be concerned with 
language, must be meaningful to the 
child, and should take into account 
the special skills required for reading 
by touch, (p. 186) 


270 Journal of Visual Impairment & Blindness , May 2007 ©2007 AFB, All Rights Reserved 


Children develop literacy knowledge 
through independent explorations and 
adult-supported interactions with print or 
braille materials. Unfortunately, the litera- 
ture suggests that young children with vi- 
sual impairments have fewer opportunities 
in these areas than do those who are sighted 
(Craig, 1996). For example, children who 
will be braille readers have significantly 
fewer opportunities for incidental interac- 
tions with braille and fewer direct experi- 
ences in learning the braille alphabet than 
do children who are sighted with print and 
the print alphabet. (Craig, 1996; Rex, Koe- 
nig, Wormsley, & Baker, 1995). The devel- 
opment of literacy knowledge in young 
children who are visually impaired is also 
complicated by the fact that it is often dif- 
ficult to determine which learning medium 
(print, braille, or both print and braille) is 
appropriate for young children and how 
children’s needs may change over time. To 
ensure that children with visual impair- 
ments have adequate opportunities to de- 
velop literacy knowledge, early interactions 
with print should include braille for any 
child who may require braille at some later 
point. Because there is a significant corre- 
lation between the age at which braille is 
introduced and later braille reading speed, 
braille should be introduced as early as pos- 
sible (Legge, Madison, & Mansfield, 1999). 

Findings 

The development of procedural literacy 
knowledge in the form of tactile perception, 
fine motor skills, and the mechanics of us- 
ing a braillewriter played a prominent role 
in the classrooms we observed. Pat, in par- 
ticular, emphasized the development of 
these skills. In her interview, she said, “I 
suspect kids are getting fine motor skills in 
every activity that they do.” When probed 


further, Pat identified specific activities that 
were completed every week for the purpose 
of developing motor and tactile perception 
skills that would support the literacy skills 
that “will come” later. For example, a reg- 
ularly observed activity involved select- 
ing a penny bank from an elaborate class- 
room collection, lining up and counting 
out 10 pennies, and depositing the pen- 
nies in the bank one at a time. When 
asked in an informal interview why the 
penny banks were an important prelit- 
eracy activity, Pat replied: 

It’s a fun activity that incorporates 
fine motor skills — searching on the 
tray [for the pennies], finding and 
manipulating individual pennies 
from top to bottom or left to right, 
holding the pennies in a pincer grasp 
with the index finger and thumb, and 
remembering which three things are 
needed to do [the activity with] pen- 
nies (a tray, pennies, and a bank of 
the child’s choice). 

We also observed several lessons in two 
of the three classrooms on the use of braille- 
writers and on the promotion of awareness 
of the alphabet that were clearly intended to 
build procedural literacy knowledge. In one 
setting, the children practiced the appropri- 
ate finger placement and typed individual 
letters while singing a song (such as “A, A, 
What do you say?”). In another, Pat empha- 
sized braille skills in her interactions during 
each observation. For example, during the 
morning group, the children found their 
name cards and hung them on an attendance 
chart. Four of the children had their names 
in uncontracted braille on their name cards. 
When one student had difficulty finding his 
card, Pat provided hand-over-finger support 
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to help him find, “that good feeling of 
braille; it starts here.” 

The children seemed engaged during 
the braillewriter activities, even though 
they seemed focused on the mechanics of 
braille writing, rather than on the use of 
the braillewriter to produce functional 
communication. The third teacher had a 
writing center in her classroom that was 
always available for students to write 
notes and letters using a braillewriter; a 
stylus; and a variety of markers, crayons, 
and adaptive writing materials. Although 
this teacher also provided direct braille 
instruction, she seemed to be focused 
mainly on the function, rather than the 
mechanics, of braille. 

All three teachers consistently provided 
the children with access to both print and 
braille as they directly and indirectly sup- 
ported children in developing an aware- 
ness of the alphabet. For example, in each 
classroom, name cards were used to label 
cubbies, clipboards, and seats and to in- 
dicate choices of a variety of activities. 
The specific format of these name cards 
varied slightly from room to room, with 
one teacher’ s decision to include a unique 
tactile symbol for each child, but all the 
cards included the children’s names in 
print and braille. The teachers regularly 
spelled out the names on the cards as they 
encouraged the children to read the print 
and braille. 

All three teachers provided accessible 
books in print, braille, and print and 
braille, and read storybooks using vocal 
and sound effects to keep the children 
engaged. Two of the three teachers pro- 
vided opportunities for the children to act 
out the stories, and one provided oppor- 
tunities for the children to dictate or write 
or scribble about their experiences, 


thereby providing the children with con- 
ceptual literacy knowledge. 

Compared to oral language and meta- 
linguistic development, literacy know- 
ledge received a great deal of attention in 
the classrooms we observed. This finding 
is not surprising, given that literacy 
knowledge is the part of the conceptual 
framework that is considered to be bio- 
logically secondary. In other words, it is 
not surprising that teachers would empha- 
size the skills that children are least likely 
to develop in the absence of intentional 
intervention. 

Conclusion 

During the past 10 years, the collective 
understanding of emergent and early lit- 
eracy has grown dramatically, including 
knowledge of literacy for children, in 
general, and for children with visual im- 
pairments, in particular. If the field of 
visual impairment and blindness is going 
to build this knowledge base in a system- 
atic and meaningful manner, the field 
needs a conceptual framework that best 
represents the constructs that serve as the 
basis of our growing understanding. Both 
empirical data and the literature suggest 
that the framework that was proposed by 
Senechal et al. (2001) provides a reason- 
able place to start. 

To promote the three components of 
emergent literacy proposed by Senechal 
et al. (2001) in young children with visual 
impairments, we recommend the strate- 
gies described in Box 1. Many of these 
strategies were used in the three class- 
rooms that we observed in our field study 
of preschool and kindergarten teachers of 
children with visual impairments, and 
others were adapted from Sapp and Hat- 
ton (2005a). 
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Facilitating the three components of emergent literacy: oral 
language, print and braille concepts, and metalinguistic awareness 


Promoting oral language in young 

children with visual impairments 

• Encourage children to initiate communi- 
cative exchanges and follow the chil- 
dren’s lead 

• Expand the children’s language by add- 
ing meaningful descriptive information 

• Encourage children to interact with 
each other in social learning activities 

• Encourage children to tell stories to 
learn more about narrative structure 

• Provide functional meaningful experi- 
ences to promote vocabulary and con- 
cept development 

• Encourage families to engage their 
children in meaningful reciprocal con- 
versations 

• Encourage families to read storybooks 
to their children in an interactive 
manner 

•Use music to encourage children who 
do not talk much to use oral language 

• Use evidence-based practices to pro- 
mote communication and language 
(Sapp et al., 2005) 

Promoting metalinguistic awareness 

(phonological and syntactical awareness) 

• Play rhyming games that encourage 
attention to the end sounds of words 

• Encourage awareness of letters and 
sounds in words that are used through- 
out the day 

• When introducing letters of the alpha- 
bet, model the sounds that the letters 
make and ask the children to model the 
sounds, too 

• Use chants, rhymes, and songs related 
to the daily routine to encourage aware- 
ness of the sounds of words 


• Promote developmentally appropriate 
awareness of the sounds that letters and 
phonemes make through planned activi- 
ties and instruction 

• Provide developmentally appropriate 
opportunities for children to write or 
scribble to promote invented spelling 
and to sound out words 

• Encourage families to provide opportu- 
nities for their children to use invented 
spelling in developmentally appropriate 
activities 

Promoting print and braille literacy 

knowledge 

• Provide a variety of accessible books 

• Allow children to choose the book they 
would like to read 

• Encourage pretend reading and writing 
during pretend play (at an office, restau- 
rant, and school) 

• Involve children in routine reading and 
writing throughout the day 

• Use hand-under-hand prompts to facili- 
tate understanding of braille reading 
and writing 

• Provide adaptive materials and opportu- 
nities for print and braille scribbling 
and writing 

• Use functional activities to promote 
understanding of the function of print 
and braille 

• Encourage parents to teach their chil- 
dren how to write and spell during de- 
velopmentally appropriate activities at 
home 

• Use evidence -based practices to pro- 
mote print and braille literacy knowl- 
edge (Hatton & Sapp, 2005) 


Box 1. 
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